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Abstract  
 
The failure of high profile cr im inal invest igat ions and falling 
detect ion rates have led to public cr it icisms of the 
effect iveness of detect ive pract ice. Furthermore, the lack of 
research on cr ime invest igat ion and the apparent  mystery 
surrounding what  detect ives actually do and how they do it ,  
reinforced by fict ional representat ions of detect ives guided by 
‘inst inct ’ leaves a dist inct  lack of t ransparency.  This paper 
presents a typology of logics guiding detect ive work ( the art , 
craft  and science of invest igat ion)  that  provide a useful 
framework to examine what  detect ives do and the changing 
nature of their  work.  I t  is argued through these different  
perspect ives that  more needs to be done to art iculate a 
theory of detect ive pract ice in order to provide t ransparency 
and r ich informat ion from which future generat ions of 
detect ives can learn key skills.  
 
There is, at  present, public concern about  the effect iveness of cr ime 
invest igat ion and of detect ive t raining. A number of causes célèbre 
have brought  to light  invest igat ive errors which have been blamed 
for delays in discovering crucial items of evidence, failure to ident ify 
suspects and the collapse of cr im inal prosecut ions (Macpherson, 
1999;  Sm ith 2002;  Bichard 2004) . I n the worst  cases, invest igat ive 
errors have led to convict ions later found to have been unsafe and 
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unsat isfactory (Naughton 2005)  There is lit t le research available on 
detect ive work, but  what  there is reveals a different  perspect ive to 
that  of popular media images of the detect ive as ‘super sleuth’.  I n 
reality the informal and formal building of detect ive reputat ions 
rests on the basis of successful cases and detect ion rates, which 
serve as mot ivat ion for detect ives to achieve results (Hobbs, 1988;  
Skolnick, 1994;  Young, 1991 ) . The pract ice of effect ive detect ive 
has been shrouded in m ystery, although the RAND study*  cr it icised 
detect ives for their  inabilit y to solve cr ime unless the public 
provided informat ion of a suspect  or lead (Greenwood et  al., 1977) . 
Bayley (1998)  reaffirmed this v iew by arguing that  the detect ive 
approach to invest igat ion is rout inely ‘suspect -cent red’. These views 
clear ly ident ify detect ive work as a process that  relies upon the 
public ident if icat ion of offenders rather than the intuit ive insight  of 
detect ives. 
 
Although policework has t radit ionally been thought  of as an 
intuit ively learned ‘craft ’, efforts have been directed for some t ime 
at  developing police ‘professionalism ’ based on a more scient ific 
approach to policing pract ice (e.g. Bayley & Bit tner, 1984) . Kleinig 
(1996:  34–7)  suggests that  among the defining character ist ics of 
the profession are possession of special knowledge and expert ise, 
and their  enhancement  through higher educat ion and t raining. I n 
cr ime invest igat ion, the need for a new professionalism  is 
part icular ly clear as detect ives have to master increasingly complex 
technology and scient ific methods of invest igat ion (Kleinig, 1996:  
35;  Lyman 1993) . Moreover, detect ives are increasingly called upon 
to engage with other branches of policing and to work in teams with 
people from other agencies (e.g. in community safety units)  
towards newly defined goals such as cr ime prevent ion (Bowling,  
1998:  320–1) . 
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There are compet ing perspect ives regarding the nature of detect ive 
work. I ndeed, the terms ‘art ’, ‘craft ’ and ‘science’ all help to 
character ise cr im inal invest igat ion (Reppet to, 1978) . Debate has 
suggested that  invest igat ive work ranges from any one of these 
approaches to a combinat ion of all three (Reppet to, 1978) . The ‘old 
regime’ perspect ive of the seasoned detect ive highlights the not ion 
of detect ive work as a ‘craft ’. The ‘craft ’ is seen as emerging from  
experience on the job, an understanding of the role of suspects, 
vict ims and police involved in the process of cr ime invest igat ion and 
an ability to craft  or organise the case in a manner considered 
suitable by the detect ive (Hobbs, 1988) . The use of manipulat ion 
and negot iat ion with vict ims, suspects, police managers and 
supervisors to achieve either organisat ional ends or a form  of 
just ice considered appropriate by the detect ive may all be seen as 
relevant  character ist ics of the craft  of detect ive work (Chat terton, 
1995;  Corsianos, 2001;  Er icson, 1981;  Rose, 1996) . 
 
The ‘art ’ of detect ive work concerns intuit ion, inst inct ive feelings 
and hunches towards problem solving in an invest igat ive capacity. 
Er icson (1981)  and Sanders (1977)  argue that  the ‘art ’ lies in the 
ability to separate the false from the genuine, but  also in ident ify ing 
effect ive and creat ive lines of inquiry. These lines of inquiry are not  
only formed by leads from forensic informat ion but  also from the 
‘reading’ of cr im inal behaviour and those who commit  or witness 
cr ime. An officer who can pract ise the ‘art ’ of detect ive work not  
only reads the behaviour of those surrounding the cr ime but  also 
considers mot ivat ion and st rategies to avoid detect ion. The failure 
of the police service to clear ly art iculate and develop the detect ive 
‘art ’ of invest igat ive decision making has led to the belief that  only 
some detect ives can be recognised for their  br illiance within the 
detect ive hierarchy. This ‘art ’ of detect ive work appears from some 
perspect ives to be a quality that  only experience can provide, as 
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theory in classrooms and books does not  help the detect ive ‘read’ 
the st reets (Simon, 1991) . Not  only are few detect ives perceived as 
being able to pract ise the ‘art ’, but  the manner in which it  is 
achieved is not  clear ly art iculated. A posit ion that  Flynn (2002:  207)  
ident ifies as pract it ioners claim ing ‘to know what  works and what  
does not , without  necessarily  being able to demonst rate it ’ 
providing barr iers to t ransparency and accountability .  
 
I n short ,  this view sees the detect ive as an ‘art ist ’ who can 
demonst rate br illiant  insight  and intuit ion which ult imately results in 
the cr ime being solved (Reppet to, 1978) . However, there is no 
scr ipt  or method available to t rainee detect ives on how they may 
reach this elevated cultural status. Rather, the ‘art ’ of detect ive 
work is acknowledged through colleagues’ percept ions on the basis 
of results and reputat ions as good thief- takers (Hobbs, 1988) . 
Therefore, recognit ion of quality in terms of pract ising the ‘art ’ of 
detect ive work is not  open to external scrut iny, but  rather is 
internalised and adm ired by detect ives themselves. This leaves the 
general pract ice of detect ive work to be a mat ter of rout ine relying 
upon witnesses, and intelligence on databases or DNA matches. The 
invest igat ive pedigree for these tasks is not  insight  or skill but  
rout ine. Rather than offer ing increased professionalism , the 
management  of cr ime is encouraging what  Maguire et  al. (1992:  
25)  correct ly ident ify as ‘deskilling’.  
 
A perspect ive in direct  opposit ion to the concept  of the detect ive as 
art ist  is one of the invest igator as scient ist . I n this concept ion of 
detect ive work detect ives are skilled in scient ific approaches, cr ime 
scene management , the use of physical evidence, invest igat ive 
interviewing, informant  handling, offender profiling and managing 
the invest igat ive process (Osterburg & Ward, 2000;  Rachlin, 1995) . 
The detect ive here is one who requires an advanced level of 
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knowledge and inst ruct ion in interview technique. The scient ific 
detect ive is not  confined to forensic science but  also has an 
appreciat ion of the psychology of interview technique, and of the 
social sciences of cr ime analysis and policing. Bayley (2002)  argues 
that  the use of science in the context  of DNA evidence has init iated 
a shift  away from  a ‘suspected-cent red’ approach towards an 
‘evidence-cent red’ one. The scient ific approach to detect ive work 
points to a potent ially evolv ing ‘professional’ detect ive significant ly 
different  from the detect ives in the past . Both the ‘old’ (detect ive as 
‘art ist ’)  style detect ives and the professional detect ives (detect ives 
as ‘scient ists’)  are ‘ideal types’.  I n the cultural perspect ive of the 
detect ive as an ‘ar t ist ’, of course, it  is implicit  that  only a few 
officers will at tain the status of detect ive. I n the perspect ive of 
detect ive as ‘scient ist ’, there is an inherent  expectat ion that  many 
will be able to at tain the status of detect ive, as science can be 
taught  to exact  pr inciples in the classroom and the workplace. 
Essent ially , detect ive work as a science arguably removes some of 
the mythical and cultural barr iers to learning and pract ising 
detect ive work. 
 
The craft / art / science debate is reflected in the changing nature of 
detect ive work and the var iety of methods available to the police. 
Although rapid development  in science has provided an argument  
that  the modern detect ive will have the at t r ibutes aligned with the 
‘scient if ic detect ive’, these claims are not  new. Arthur Conan Doyle, 
the author of the Sherlock Holmes myster ies, argued:  
 
Detect ion is, or ought  to be, an exact  science, and should be 
t reated in the same cold and unemot ional manner. 
(cited in Wright , 2002:  75)  
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Recent  scient if ic developments in detect ive work include:  offender 
profiling;  forensic science;  and informat ion technology (Br it ton, 
1997;  Canter, 1994;  Er icson & Haggerty, 1997;  Kaye, 1995;  
Saferstein, 1995;  Shepherd, 1988) . All three developments are 
influencing the pract ice of detect ive work. The increasing 
prom inence of scient if ic methods (Morgan, 1990;  Tilley & Ford, 
1996)  and the changing police environment  challenge t radit ional 
approaches to policing (Morgan, 1990;  Southgate, 1988) . 
 
I t  is clear from the literature that  there are certain weaknesses in 
the ‘art ’ of policing, but  only if it  remains shrouded in mystery. 
There are dangers of a ‘sink–or-swim ’ approach to learning from  
experience when there is not  a st ructured and coherent  learning 
st rategy in place. The craft  of policing acknowledges important  
‘ent repreneurial’ skills (Hobbs, 1988)  that  have their  place in ethical 
and t ransparent  approaches to police work. While the cont r ibut ion 
of science cont inues to evolve in an invest igat ive context , it  is 
unsurpr ising given the lack of research in this area that  lit t le is 
known about  the work of detect ives. I n order for detect ive work to 
develop with the same recognit ion as that  given to other 
professional public bodies, then how detect ives learn the art , craft  
and science of invest igat ion m ust  be delivered in a robust  learning 
framework supported by good research. 
 
Note 
*  The RAND study was an extensive two-year study conducted in 
the ear ly 1970s in America and focused upon the effect iveness, 
organisat ion and cont r ibut ion of police invest igat ion (Greenwood et  
al., 1977) . 
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